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merely been feeling a little vague and fantastic that
morning when she put on her clothes.

The absence of Essex dominated the domestic
situation, and De Maisse was not slow to perceive
a state of tension in the atmosphere. The great
Earl, hovering on the outskirts of London in self-
imposed and ambiguous exile, filled every mind
with fears, hopes, and calculations. The Queen's
references to the subject, though apparently out-
spoken, were not illuminating. She assured the
ambassador that if Essex had really failed in his
duty during the Islands Voyage she would have
cut off his head, but that she had gone into the
question very thoroughly, and come to the con-
clusion that he was blameless. She appeared to
be calm; her allusion to the Earl's execution seemed
to be a piece of half-jocular bravado ; and she imme-
diately passed on to other matters. The courtiers
were more agitated. There were strange rumours
abroad. It was whispered that the Earl had
announced his approaching departure for the West,
and had declared that so many gentlemen were
with him who had been ill-recompensed for their
services that it would be dangerous to stay any
longer near London. The rash remark was re-
peated everywhere by Essex's enemies; but it had
no sequel, and he remained at Wanstead.

All through the month of December, while De
Maisse was struggling to obtain some categorical
pronouncement from Elizabeth, this muffled storm